
The art ol defensive eating 
"B e careful what you eat" is a 

piece of advice that most 
travellers are familiar with 

but few truly understand. Detailed 
advice about the general principles 
of food hygiene is of crucial 
importance . 

Diarrhoea may cause anything 
from embarrassment and inconve
nience to misery that may wreak 
havoc upon travel and business 
plans ; other diseases spread by 
poor hygiene include dysentery, 
giardiasis , hepatitis A , typhoid , 
polio and parasitic infestations. For
tunately, the precautions against all 
of these conditions are very similar. 

In hot countries, and countries 
where hygiene standards are poor, 
the average prevailing standard of 
hygiene is what matters most. Trav
ellers are potentially at risk from 
the hygiene standards of others, at 
every meal. Local flies do not sud
denly become safe within the con
fines of an expensive hotel. 

Careful choice and preparation 
of food offer the best protection ; 
unfortunately, contaminated food 

can seem most appetlsmg, but ap
pearance is no guide to food safety. 
The urge to eat what's available 
and what has been paid for when 
one is hungry can be irresistible. 
Eating safely when travelling 
means that one won't always be 
able to eat when , where , and what 
one wants. Food that has been 
freshly and thoroughly cooked is 
generally safe. 
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Under conditions of poor hy
giene, high risk foods include: 
- Raw or inadequately cooked 

shellfish or seafood (seafood 
needs at least eight minutes' vig
orous boiling to be made safe) ; 

- raw salads and fruit that have not 
been thoroughly washed in clean 

High-risk foods include raw or 
inadequately cooked shellfish or 
seafood. 

Below : Where there is no alterna
tive to unsafe food- cpnsider 
missing a meal! 
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water, or that one cannot peel 
oneself; 

- food that has required intricate 
preparation with inuch handling ; 

- food that has been stored and 
inadequately reheated after 
cooking; 

- food left out in warm tempera
tures- hotel buffet lunches , for 
example; bacteria multiply fast 
under such conditions ; 

- food on which flies may have 
settled. 
When there is no alternative to 

unsafe food , smaller quantities may 
be safer; gastric acid has a protec
tive effect. Consider missing a 
meal-many travellers can afford to 
lose a little weight, and it is better 
to do so from choice rather than 
through illness. 

Under conditions of poor hy
giene, foods most likely to be safe 
include: 
- food that must have been freshly 

cooked-for example , a fried egg, 
or an omelette ; 

- freshly boiled food, such as rice 
or sweetcorn ; 

- fresh fruit or vegetables that are 
easily peeled or cut open-such as 
bananas , citrus fruits, melon and 
papaya; 

- food from sealed packs or cans ; 
- food that one has prepared , or 

watched cooking, oneself. 
When travelling in areas with low 

standards of environmental sani
tation, hands should be washed at 
every opportunity. Food should 
only be handled with hands that are 
scrupulously clean. 

Plates and ·cutlery need to be 
washed with detergent, rinsed with 
hot water, and protected from flies. 
The risk from contaminated plates 
can be reduced by rinsing with hot 
weak tea or boiling water or an al
cohol-soaked cotton swab. Alterna
tively , paper plates and one's own 
cutlery should be used. 

Cups and glasses should be 
swilled out with hot tea or boiling 
water before use. Flies often settle 
on rims-the rim of a teacup can be 
rinsed by pouring away a little tea. 
Bottled drinks should be taken di
rect from the bottle. Alternatively, 
one's own cup or water bottle 
should be used. 

Hospitality poses a difficult di
lemma ; no traveller likes to give of
fence to a host who has taken great 
trouble to prepare a meal. Person
ally , I believe that one should never 
relax one's own standard of food 
hygiene when travelling , under any 
circumstances . 
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